428   A SHORT HISTORY OF THE BRITISH ARMY
to the Axis. The only British formation taking part was the
Division at Algiers. French resistance lasted for three days only,
and immediately on the conclusion of the cease fire agreement
General Anderson, in command of the. British First Army, took
over the direction of the next phase of the operations, the offensive
against Tunisia.
In the race for this vital area we unfortunately suffered from
what events proved to be too heavy handicaps.   As it had been
decided not to attempt to land troops east of Algiers within danger-
ous range of hostile air attack, the y8th Division had to traverse
550 miles of ill-roaded mountainous country between Algiers and
the eastern harbours of Tunisia under great difficulties of movement,
transport, and supply; the enemy on the other hand could send
troops across by sea or air from Sicily with much greater ease and
speed, and the French did not resist their landing at Tunis and
Bizerta.   Thus, when in the third week in November, our troops
reached the mountain slopes overlooking the plain of Tunis and
Bizerta, they found themselves confronted by some 16,000 German
and Italian troops with ample artillery, tanks and air support, in
all of which they themselves were deficient.   They were quickly
held up both on the coastal road in the north, and on the Medjez
el Bab-Tunis road further south, and after capturing Djedeia, only
twelve miles from Tunis, and the nearest point to it we were to
reach until the last days of the campaign, they were finally forced
back to Medjez.   A three weeks' pause to clear up the precarious
administrative situation and allow time for bringing up reinforce-
ments, making good our heavy losses, and ensuring better air
support, was turned to even greater benefit by the enemy, who
was able to ferry over from Sicily another two divisions, bringing
up his total strength to some 50,000 men.  Thus when the British
Vth Corps (78th Infantry and 6th Armoured Divisions) launched
its renewed offensive in the Medjez area just before Christmas,
it was at once checked by a combination of stiff hostile resistance
and bad weather ; and on Christmas Eve, Generals Eisenhower and
Anderson agreed that no further major operations could be under-
taken till the end of the rainy season.   The First Army therefore
consolidated its positions on the line Sejenane-Medjez-Bou Arada,
with General Juin's XlXth French Corps and the American Ilnd
Corps extending its front southwards to Tebessa.   The next two
months were marked only by small scale activity, brought about by
hostile attempts to force back the southern portion of the Vth
Corps1 line about Bou Arada and to drive a wedge between it and
the French, who lost some ground.   This was followed in mid-
February by a larger and more dangerous Axis attack directed by
Marshal Rommel, who took command of all the Axis forces in North
Africa on arriving in Tunisia with his army after the loss of Tripoli.